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Native Americans  referred to a s  Anasazi,  the Ancient 
Ones,  w e r e  c l i f f  dwel lers  buii l ing homes  on canyon wal l s  
and under rock  overhangs in the Four Corners Region o f  
the southwestern U S A  between 9 0 0  and 1300 A.D. These 
people w e r e  the ancestors o f  modern day  Pueblo Indians. 
The A n a s a z i  fa rmed  on the plains at the foot  o f  their c l i f f  
homes  o r  o n  the f lat-hopped hi l ls  (mesas) above  their 
dwell ings.  T h e y  g r e w  corn, beans, squash, cotton, tobacco 
and raised turkeys.  The Anasaz i  civilisation reached its 
highest  point in about 1300 A.D. but, only a short time 
thereafter, these  people completly abandoned their c l i f f  
t o w n s  a n d  m o v e d  t o  t h e  s o u t h  a n d  e a s t .  C l a s s i c a l  
explanations f o r  such an event  w e r e  attacks b y  hosti le 
invaders,  c l imatic  changes ,  loss  o f  f o o d  supply, w o o d  
shortage, severe drought, or a combination o f  these factors. 
However, the devastating e f f e c t  o f  an emerging infectious 
disease should b e  considered too. 

During May and June 1993, 4 2  cases  o f  an apparently 
new lethal pulmonary disease mimicking plague occurred 
in a Nava jo  reservation, the Four Corners Region, very  near 
the ancient settlements o f  the Anasazi  in the southwestern 
USA. A b o u t  two-thirds o f  the infected people died, and a 
n e w  hantavirus w a s  quickly identified at the CDC, Atlanta, 
u s i n g  r e v e r s e  transcript ion-polymerase chain reaction 
(1,2,3). This  n e w  viral  diesease w a s  named "hantavirus 
pulmonary syndrome"  (1), and the virus, whose  genome 
w a s  ful ly  characterised, w a s  designated "Sin Nombre v i r u s "  
(4). It w a s  a lso demonstrated b y  CDC investigators that this 
v i r u s  w a s  car ied  pr imar i ly  b y  deer m i c e  (Peromyscus 
maniculatus). Their present habitat includes Central Mexico, 

most o f  the U S A  and Canada (J). The infection o f  humans 
occurs most likely b y  aerosol f r o m  the rodents urine and 
faeces  (3). 

According to the theory o f  natural foci  o f  rodent-borne 
diseases, it is not illogical to postulate that the lost Anasazi  
culture w a s  provoked, at least in part, b y  an outbreak o f  the 
hantavirus pulmonary syndrome. The infection o f  humans 
may  have  occurred b y  contact w i t h  deer m i c e  o r  other 
rodents (4) foraging into Indian f ie lds .  However, the 1993 
outbreak w a s  preceded b y  unusual heavy  rains and snows 
during the spring, an abundance o f  food  supply for  deer 
mice, and the resulting proliferation o f  these rodents  (4). 
This w a s  certainly not the case during the 1300s, when a 
severe drought w a s  supposed to have occurred. 

In fact,  the only w a y  to prove or re fute  our "hantavirus 
hypothesis would b e  to detect Sin Nombre  v i r u s  genome 
f r a g m e n t s  o r  a n t i g e n s  in  the  l u n g  t i s s u e  o f  A n a s a z i  
mummies.  
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